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Abstract 
A considerable number of young Europeans live or risk ending up in socially vulnerable situations. Different social chan-
nels (e.g., education, on the job training, leisure) exist through which youths can enhance their chances to improve 
their social position. There is a growing belief that sports in particular can help personal and social development of so-
cially vulnerable youths. Nevertheless, there is little understanding of the mechanisms through which sports can foster 
development. In addition to participating in sports, volunteering in sports is also regarded as providing developmental 
opportunities for socially vulnerable youths. Today, however, there is an underrepresentation of socially vulnerable 
youths in volunteering and volunteer training programs. A case study in Brussels was set up within a volunteer soccer 
training program focused on socially vulnerable youths. A qualitative research design was used to analyze developmen-
tal experiences of participants (n = 11) and program organizers (n = 3). The study also aimed to gain more insight into 
the mechanisms underlying the program. Participating youths indicated development in both technical and key compe-
tences. It is concluded that a systematic approach of the volunteer training program can play an important role in the 
development of competences of socially vulnerable youths both as a volunteer and an individual. 
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1. Introduction 
It is estimated that at present 13.0% of young people 
(aged between 15 and 24) in the European Union are 
neither in education nor in employment (Eurostat, 
2014). Recent data show increased youth unemploy-
ment rates in Europe (Eurostat, 2014; ILO, 2013). Low- 
and unskilled youths in Europe stand fewer chances of 
getting a job compared to their highly skilled peers. Ac-
cording to Sourbron and Herremans (2013), the oppor-
tunities for young job seekers highly depend on their 
educational qualifications. Dierckx, Coene, Van Haar-
lem and Raeymakers (2013) indicated that an individu-
al's or head of family's level of education is strongly 
linked to poverty risk, reflecting the lack of a higher 
qualification ensuing deprivation. Consequently, a con-
siderable number of young Europeans live or risk end-
ing up in socially vulnerable situations. 
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1.1. Enhancement of the Social Position 
According to Vettenburg (1998), causes of social vul-
nerability in youths are not only directly linked to the 
young people themselves, but are also closely associ-
ated with the situation in which they live. In other 
words, the wider societal context, with its institutions 
(e.g., justice, education, labor market, welfare, unem-
ployment service, health care, etc.), are also potential 
causes. A number of social inequalities have been re-
ported in relation to Belgian (Flemish) youths, such as 
in school careers (Vettenburg, 2011) and job opportu-
nities (VDAB, 2012). Besides this necessary change on 
the institutional level, it has been indicated that a 
number of social channels exist through which youths 
can become more resilient and better prepared in deal-
ing with their vulnerable situation, thereby enhancing 
their chances of getting out of or improving their situa-
tion. Lamote et al. (2013) concluded that to break out 
of the vicious circle of poverty, it is far more efficient to 
invest in the human capital of vulnerable households 
than in increased allowances or activation in the job 
market. Human capital is defined by the OECD (1998, p. 
9) as “the knowledge, skills, competences and other at-
tributes embodied in individuals that are relevant to 
economic activity”. Coleman (1988, 1990, 1994) de-
scribed a close relationship between social capital and 
the development of human capital (i.e., education and 
employment skills and expertise). He views social capi-
tal as “the set of resources that inhere in family rela-
tions and in community social organization and that 
are useful for the cognitive or social development of a 
child or young person. These resources differ for dif-
ferent persons and constitute an important advantage 
for children and adolescents in the development of 
their human capital” (1994, p. 300). His interest is in 
community-based processes surrounding the devel-
opment of human capital, which is, according to 
Coalter (2007), frequently emphasized in policy state-
ments about the potential role of sports in social inclu-
sion strategies. Different approaches have been re-
ported with regard to investing in youths’ human 
capital. Undoubtedly the most commonly used strategy 
is formal education. Heckman (2008) referred to the 
development of knowledge and skills in childhood as 
crucial for the efficiency of further development. How-
ever, school is often the first institution where it 
founders. Negative experiences, for example as a result 
of a distorted relationship between student and teach-
er (Vettenburg, 2011), often lead to fewer chances to 
develop knowledge and skills. This, in turn, results in 
fewer (or no) qualifications, leading to a vulnerable po-
sition in the job market. Besides, investment in human 
capital also occurs through on-the-job training (Heck-
man, 2000). However, according to Bollens and Heylen 
(2010), lower qualified employees are often un-
derrepresented in these courses (mostly provided 
within the private sector) and in most cases only end 
up in training sessions for the unemployed (within the 
public sector). 
Furthermore, traditionally, the broad domain of lei-
sure has also been regarded as providing an opportuni-
ty to positively strengthen the human capital of the 
youth (e.g., Glover & Hemingway, 2005). Sports, as one 
of the most popular leisure pastimes among youths 
(Vanhoutte, 2007), have long been viewed as a means 
of socialization as well. In addition, there is a growing 
belief that sports in particular can help the personal 
and social development of socially vulnerable youths. 
According to Haudenhuyse, Theeboom and Coalter 
(2012) sports are not only regarded by many youth 
welfare workers and local policy makers as an ideal 
way to reach out to at-risk youth, it is also believed 
that sports provide developmental opportunities for 
this group. Consequently, in recent years an increasing 
number of so-called sports-based developmental pro-
grams have been set up (Hartmann & Kwauk, 2011). It 
has been indicated that these practices—also referred 
to as “sport-plus” initiatives (Coalter, 2007)—often 
seem to be more capable than other socio-cultural ac-
tivities in attracting young people independently of 
their socio-economic background (Feinstein, Bynner & 
Duckworth, 2006; Vanhoutte, 2007). According to dif-
ferent researchers (Crabbé, 2007; Haudenhuyse, Thee-
boom & Nols, 2013; Hellison & Walsh, 2002; Spaaij, 
2009), sports can provide rich contexts for reaching out 
to socially vulnerable youth. Next to “sport-plus” initia-
tives, in which sports are used as the core activity and 
adapted in various ways to achieve “development” ob-
jectives, also “plus-sport” initiatives can be distin-
guished. In these initiatives social and health programs 
use sports, and especially its ability to bring together a 
large number of young people, to achieve some of 
their objectives (Coalter, 2007). 
1.2. The Promise of Sports 
However, in recent years, an increasing number of re-
searchers have questioned the strong belief that often 
exists with regard to the developmental potential of 
sports (e.g., Coakley, 2011; Coalter, 2007; Darnell, 
2007, 2010a, 2010b; Guest, 2009; Kidd, 2008; Lever-
more, 2008). Giulianotti (2004), for example, referred 
to these believers as ‘sport evangelists’ indicating that 
they lack a critical perspective on sport’s actual value. 
According to Coakley (2011), sports are too often 
viewed as a simple and cost effective means of prob-
lem solving and improving life quality for individuals 
and society alike. Coalter (2007) mentioned three main 
categories of claims of possible outcomes of youth 
sports participation: (1) personal character develop-
ment; (2) reforming “at-risk” populations; and (3) fos-
tering social capital leading to future occupational suc-
cess and civic engagement. Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) 
 Social Inclusion, 2015, Volume 3, Issue 3, Pages 82-97 84 
indicated that, despite a general lack of sound empiri-
cal evidence, this blind belief in sports has resulted in 
the provision of various sports-based developmental 
programs at the local and national level. 
Moreover, Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) stated that 
there is very little understanding of the mechanisms 
through which sports can foster development through 
these sports-based practices. According to Coalter 
(2011), assumptions about how sports interventions 
contribute to achieving certain outcomes and the ways 
through which these outcomes can be attained, are 
seldom clearly formulated. Pawson (2006) indicated that 
we need to make a shift in the analysis and understand-
ing of these types of social intervention programs from 
families of programs to families of mechanisms—the 
processes, experiences and relationships that might 
achieve desired impacts and, hopefully, outcomes. 
1.3. Individual Development Perspective 
In an attempt to impart more clarity on development 
through sports-based initiatives, Hartmann and Kwauk 
(2011) distinguished two different approaches to the 
relation between sports and development. They see a 
“dominant” vision in which many initiatives hold an 
idealized belief in the positive pro-social power of 
sports. In this vision, program organizers assume par-
ticipation in their program automatically and inevitably 
results in developmental outcomes. Coakley (2011) re-
ferred to this view as a “carwash effect”—the assump-
tion that sports participation among at-risk populations 
cleanses character and washes away personal defects 
so that young people become “acceptable” to those in 
mainstream society. Coalter (2013) indicated that an 
often-mentioned rationale for the fact that many of 
the sport-for-development programs are aimed at at-
risk youth, besides the attractiveness of sports, is pro-
gram organizers regarding these youths as being “in 
need of an intervention”. He warned however of “the 
dangers of an environmental determinism that as-
sumes that deprived communities inevitably produce 
deficient people who can be perceived, via a deficit 
model, to be in need of ‘development’ through sports” 
(Coalter, 2013, p. 3). The dominant vision suggests that 
the cause of social vulnerability is primarily situated at 
the individual level. Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) indi-
cated that this vision is fundamentally reproductive; 
containing programs in which sports essentially repro-
duce established social relations. This vision is in con-
trast with an aspect of Vettenburg’s (1998) social vul-
nerability theory which emphasizes the lack of 
authority of social vulnerable groups to equally partici-
pate in the wording of social values and norms. As 
such, little attention is paid to their specific needs and 
demands. As a result, these groups can benefit to a 
lesser extent from the support provided by social insti-
tutions in comparison to other groups. According to 
Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) and Darnell (2010a), there 
is a need for an alternative approach to developmental 
sports-based practices that starts by critically looking at 
existing social hierarchy with its power relations and so-
cial inequalities. They labeled this approach “interven-
tionist”; where development is a more radical vision of 
social change in which participants are empowered to 
critically take part in the transformation of not only their 
own experiences of society, but also of society itself. 
Contrary to the dominant vision, where coaches are 
expected to teach values that youths need to better fit 
into society, the interventionist approach suggests co-
education of youngsters, coaches and program organ-
izers. Development, in this sense, is according to Shar-
ma (2008) not something that can be done to or for 
people, but is seen as a process that must be under-
taken with others. According to Hartmann and Kwauk 
(2011), this more radical vision of development, devel-
oped by critical scholars, centers on processes of em-
powerment, emancipation, and liberation involving the 
full and active participation of those previously mar-
ginalized. Within this interventionist approach, educa-
tion and social development take on an alternative 
meaning and application. Following Kincheloe (2008), 
true education (and by extension development) is no 
longer defined by the skills and knowledge deposited 
into learners by teachers, coaches, or social workers, 
but defined by its emancipatory and liberatory capaci-
ty. The social relationships and interactions with partic-
ipants are considered to be the key factors in the inter-
ventionist approach. The ideas of Kincheloe (2008) are 
closely related to the work of Freire (1970/2008) who 
endorsed students’ ability to think critically about their 
education situation. Central in Freire’s work was the 
notion to enable students to recognize connections be-
tween their individual problems and experiences and 
the social contexts in which they are embedded. The 
goal of education, in this perspective, is to raise the 
awareness of individuals to existing structures and re-
lations of oppression, in other words, to invest in the 
conscientization of socially vulnerable youths and their 
critical praxis (i.e., reflection and action upon the world 
and its structures in order to transform it). According 
to Hartmann and Kwauk (2011), who based their inter-
ventionist approach on the ideas of Freire and Kinche-
loe, sports are primarily a useful “hook” and can play a 
role in the development of youngsters. This happens 
not automatically or on its own, but with appropriate 
guidance and in combination with other programs and 
initiatives. 
1.4. Voluntary Work in Sports as a Tool for 
Development 
According to Auld (2008), one of the advantages at-
tributed to sports participation is the building or exten-
sion of a person’s social capital. Auld stated that alt-
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hough social capital can be produced anywhere, its 
production is most commonly associated with the third 
sector; of which sports is a significant component. 
Third sector organizations according to Auld (2008), 
can act as vehicles for individuals to connect with each 
other and display behavior that often (but not always) 
has elements of altruism and social responsibility. Put-
nam (2000) also referred to the importance of volun-
teering with regard to social capital. Half of the 14 in-
dependent measures that comprised what Putnam 
defined as a “social capital index” were associated with 
volunteering and voluntary organizations; according to 
Cuskelly (2008), most of which correlated highly with 
the overall index score. 
Although volunteering holds pro-social behaviors 
that benefit others (e.g., Institute for Volunteering Re-
search, 2002; Penner, 2002), it is widely believed that 
helping others is also beneficial for the volunteer as well 
(e.g., Wilson & Musick, 1999). Smith (2010) stated that 
besides the social capital gain, volunteer work can also 
confer human capital. Moreover, Day and Devlin (1998) 
conceptualized volunteering as a method by which peo-
ple can invest in their human capital. They concluded 
that people learn, amongst others, organizational and 
leadership, and speaking and writing skills through vol-
unteering. Furthermore, according to different re-
searchers (e.g., Johnson, Beebe, Mortimer, & Snyder, 
1998; Hart, Donnelly, Younnis, & Atkins, 2007), the out-
comes of volunteering for youth include personal devel-
opment and risk avoidance, highlighting its relevance to 
development beyond engagement in civic society. 
According to MacNeela and Gannon (2014), volun-
teering is also underpinned by shared characteristics of 
positive youth development, self-exploration and pro-
social ethos. It is not surprising that a number of posi-
tive youth development programs have been set up 
around volunteering. Different researchers (e.g., Eley & 
Kirk, 2002; Kay & Bradbury, 2009) investigated youth 
sports volunteering training programs that provided 
training to equip young people with the skills to per-
form their roles as volunteers and with the initial con-
fidence to perform these roles. Their findings indicated 
that involvement in a voluntary training program facili-
tated social connectedness by providing opportunities 
for young people to engage with others (i.e., young 
children, peers, teachers, club members, etc.) in their 
communities. In addition, fostering a greater aware-
ness of the needs of others and the positive experience 
to be gained from these interactions was also found to 
be effective in facilitating social capital. It also proved 
to be beneficial to the development of human capital 
(e.g., transferable social skills; increased sense of self-
worth; greater sense of altruism and citizenship) (Kay & 
Bradbury, 2009). Eley and Kirk (2002) demonstrated 
the advantage of using volunteering in sports as a 
means for encouraging pro-social behavior, developing 
leadership skills and citizenship among young people. 
Despite the fact that volunteering in sports is re-
garded as providing developmental opportunities for 
socially vulnerable youth (Kay & Bradbury, 2009), today 
there is an underrepresentation of these youths in 
most programs that work with young volunteers (e.g., 
Eley & Kirk, 2002; Kay & Bradbury, 2009). However, this 
is hardly surprising given that it has been reported that 
education, income and social networks are considered 
to be the most consistent predictors of volunteering 
(e.g., Penner, 2002; Taylor, Panagoulas, & Nichols, 2012; 
Wilson, 2000). Apart from these participation con-
straints, at present there is no clear understanding of 
what the actual developmental impact of a voluntary 
training program on socially vulnerable youth can be. 
Nor is there insight into the active ingredients (or mech-
anisms and conditions) under which possible develop-
mental outcomes can be generated for this group. Be-
cause of this knowledge gap, a study investigating a 
training program for young soccer coaches targeting so-
cially vulnerable youth in Brussels was conducted. 
1.5. Being Young in Brussels 
Before turning to the case study, we will provide some 
more information regarding the situation of youth liv-
ing in Brussels, the capital of Belgium and often re-
garded as the capital of Europe. The city has a young 
and ethnically diverse population. Almost one third of 
the population is between 15 and 34 years old (29.8%) 
and has no Belgian nationality (32.6%) (Brussels-Capital 
Health and Social Observatory, 2013). In 2009, three 
out of four of its newborns (74.3%) had a mother of 
foreign origin (Brussels-Capital Health and Social Ob-
servatory, 2013). Similar to most other major European 
cities, there is a substantial group of young people liv-
ing in socially vulnerable situations. According to Sour-
bron and Herremans (2013), the position of the Brussels 
youth in the labor market is one of the worst in Europe, 
with 36.4% being unemployed. In Brussels 18.7% of 
youths are neither in education nor in employment or 
training (NEET) (Eurostat, 2013), which is much higher 
than the average for the whole country (Belgium 
(12.7%)) and Europe (13.0%) (Eurostat, 2013). Half of all 
young job seekers in Brussels have low qualifications 
(compared to the Belgian average of 30%) and a majori-
ty of them (61.9%) has been looking for a job for more 
than six months. In Flanders (the northern Dutch-
speaking part of Belgium) the efflux of young adults with 
no qualifications and therefore fewer chances in the la-
bor market is highest in Brussels (Lamote et al., 2013). 
2. Brussels Case Study 
The case study described in the present paper analyzed 
a soccer coach training program for male disadvan-
taged youth living in Brussels. The program was part of 
a 6-year project set up by a youth work organization 
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“Youth and City” (“Jeugd en Stad”—JES), with the aim 
of strengthening seven Brussels soccer clubs operating 
in deprived inner-city areas in playing a social role. The 
clubs, which are primarily run by volunteers of foreign 
origin, all emphasize the social role they can play in 
their neighborhood. However, the clubs are all facing a 
number of challenges, such as dealing with ethnically 
diverse memberships and the socially vulnerable back-
grounds of many of their young players, as well as the 
negative image they have among local authorities and 
“native” Belgian clubs. The initial program’s strategy of 
JES in 2007 in order to strengthen the clubs was to 
support the participating clubs on the organizational 
level, more specifically to optimize their managerial 
and structural functioning (e.g., improvement of ad-
ministrative and communicative competences, overall 
structure, image, parent involvement, volunteer re-
cruitment, etc.). However, this strategy turned out to 
be a long term process with limited immediate con-
crete results. In an evaluation study of this program 
Haudenhuyse and Theeboom (2008) concluded that 
these social surplus goals were not achieved as most 
clubs were dealing with major organizational problems. 
They concluded that building a club with a clear struc-
ture was the primary condition of working towards 
sport-plus goals; a condition that had not yet been ful-
filled at that time. In 2010, a more direct approach was 
introduced with a focus on developing young volun-
teers in the participating clubs. This resulted in setting 
up a coach training program targeting adolescent club 
members. The program was organized during three 
consecutive soccer seasons (from September 2010 to 
May 2013). During each soccer season the program 
consisted of two clusters of four preparatory courses 
followed by an intensive week including approximately 
40 young children. During the course of the program, 
24 preparatory courses and six intensive weeks were 
organized. As a result, the program focused on individ-
ual development. The program organizers considered 
training volunteers as an indirect route to strengthen-
ing the clubs bottom-up. However, the focus of our 
study was on the volunteer training program (i.e., gain-
ing more insight into the underlying mechanisms) and 
the developmental experiences of the participating 
youngsters as individual development was the primary 
goal of the program. 
2.1. Approach Used in the Investigated Program 
Central in the approach was the use of a so-called 
competence model with the intention of enabling the 
participating adolescents to acquire technical, as well 
as a number of general “key” competences. The former 
related to sports didactical, animation and pedagogical 
skills. The latter referred to competences that are con-
sidered to be transferable to other domains of life (e.g., 
school, leisure, work). Among others, the second type 
of competences included good listening and communi-
cation skills, providing and coping with feedback, per-
sonal and social responsibility, showing flexibility and 
(self)discipline, collaborative behavior, self-reflection, 
taking initiative, empathy, planning and organizational 
skills. The basic idea was that through helping young 
volunteers to acquire these skills, the human capital of 
the clubs would increase and could bring about chang-
es in the long run, resulting in stronger clubs. Due to its 
additional emphasis on key competences, in addition 
to more technical formation, the program distin-
guished itself from existing sports coach formation ini-
tiatives in Flanders. It therefore provided an interesting 
case to look at the extent to which coach education 
programs might be able to develop competences of so-
cially vulnerable youths through the use of sports. 
2.1.1. Competence Model 
Every technical competence domain focused on differ-
ent technical competences and consisted of five differ-
ent levels. This tiered approach was aimed at a vertical 
evolution (i.e., development). The first domain dealt 
with the competences relating to sports techniques 
and sports didactics. Youths started as assistant coach-
es and were gradually given more responsibilities until 
they became an independent full coach (and in turn 
had to supervise assistant coaches). Within a second 
domain, emphasis was on developing an “animator”. 
Based on prior experiences of an existing course devel-
oped by the youth work organization, youths gradually 
learned how to prepare and guide side activities for 
young children. The course made use of different char-
acter roles, each of which addressed different compe-
tences. At the simplest levels, youths worked on tech-
nical competences relating to the roles of “friend” 
(empathy with target audience, respect) and “clown” 
(entertaining, motivation). Advancing in difficulty, the 
roles of “guide” (leadership, explanation of activities) 
and “referee” (responsibility, boundaries, making rules 
and living up to them) were used. Finally, the roles of 
“builder” (organization of an activity, cooperation) and 
“inventor” (creativity, flexibility regarding animation 
activity) were introduced. The third technical compe-
tence domain related to pedagogical skills as a more 
general support to the training sessions and side activi-
ties. The focus evolved from personal to social respon-
sibility towards others. The key competences related, 
among other things, to empathy, listening skills, com-
munication skills, social skills, taking initiative, flexibil-
ity, planning and organizing skills and self-reflection. 
They were introduced gradually and combined with the 
different technical competence levels and domains. 
2.1.2. Rating Instrument 
The different levels and domains within the compe-
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tence model were used to provide participants with in-
sight into their own development and position them-
selves by means of a rating instrument. The positioning 
was done both by the youths themselves and the ac-
companying program organizers. For the technical com-
petence domains, a five-point rating system was used 
enabling the respondents to assess the different compe-
tences, ranging from “perfectly able/knowledgeable” to 
“not able/knowledgeable at all”. The rating instrument 
also revealed which key competences were important 
at each level. For every key competence, youths were 
asked about their personal meaning and its practical 
relevance. On the basis of these outcomes, the compe-
tences were further developed. At the end of each in-
tensive week, youths were evaluated with regard to 
their positioning within the competence model. Devel-
opment (if any) was also visualized by indicating their 
previous and current levels. 
2.2. Method 
A qualitative research design was used to analyze ex-
periences of participants and accompanying program 
organizers with regard to their involvement in two in-
tensive weeks and eight preparatory courses during 
the 2012-2013 soccer season. In the present study in-
dividual semi-structured in-depth interviews were 
used. According to Jones (1985), adolescents need to 
describe their experiences in their own words in order 
to best understand their meaning. Similar to other re-
searchers that investigated experiences of socially vul-
nerable youth and sports interventions (e.g., Haud-
enhuyse, Theeboom, Nols, & Coussée, 2014), an 
interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA) was 
used. This method allowed us to understand the data 
from the perspective and experience of the interview-
ees relating to the shared phenomenon (with peers 
and program organizers) of participating in the volun-
teer training program. In this respect, both the per-
spective from the program organizers (youth workers) 
and the participating youths were relevant. 
2.2.1. Youths 
The program was aimed at socially vulnerable youths 
living in disadvantaged areas in Brussels, active as soc-
cer trainers in specific clubs in Brussels. The goal was to 
offer these youths a longitudinal developmental trajec-
tory. They were actively encouraged to be involved for 
the duration of the program; unfortunately some 
dropped out. Others joined the group later on. Youths 
could also (re)start at any time. As a result, the partici-
pating youths during the 2012–2013 program had dif-
ferent levels of competences making the program dif-
ferent for each individual. However, the fact that 
during the last season youths with a different level par-
ticipated in the program was considered to be a good 
opportunity for the study. This allowed us to include 
both “experienced” and “less experienced” youths, 
adding a cross-sectional dimension to the data. 
During the 2012–2013 season all participating 
youths attending one or both intensive weeks were in-
terviewed. In total, the first author conducted 17 inter-
views with 11 different male youths. The average age 
of the participants was 17.64 years (SD = 1.63) and all 
were active in the same soccer club in Brussels. The 
other clubs involved in the initial program did not have 
adolescent coaches or were not interested in the coach 
training program and were not included in the present 
study. All participants lived in disadvantaged areas in 
Brussels and had predominantly North African roots. 
Most youths were trilingual (Arabic, Dutch, French), 
but according to the program organizers they mastered 
none of the languages perfectly to be able to express 
any subtleties, causing frustration and leading to occa-
sional negative behavior. The majority of participants 
were in technical or vocational education. Only one of 
them received more general education preparing him 
for higher studies. 
The mean duration of the interviews was 31 
minutes. During each intensive week we interviewed 
all participating youths. This resulted in six youths be-
ing interviewed twice (they participated in both inten-
sive weeks within an interval of four months) and five 
youths who were interviewed once (three during the 
first intensive week and two during the second inten-
sive week). Two interview guides were constructed for 
both intensive weeks. The first interview guide started 
with a brief background inquiry followed by an open-
ended, descriptive questions section regarding the sit-
uation of the youth in their clubs, how they look at 
themselves as coaches, the intensive weeks and pre-
paratory courses and the possible impact of the pro-
gram on their personal lives and the clubs. During the 
second interview, the focus was more on possible im-
pact and learned lessons with regard to the previous 
intensive week and preparatory courses and the differ-
ences between the first intensive week and the second. 
2.2.2. Program Organizers 
The three program organizers, all youth workers, were 
interviewed twice by the first author. The first inter-
view was on an individual basis during the first inten-
sive week. It primarily included questions concerning 
the actual approach. The second interview was a group 
interview immediately after the first intensive week in 
which all program organizers were asked to reflect on 
the experiences of the participating youths. 
All interviews were tape-recorded and, following a 
verbatim transcription, analyzed inductively after-
wards. In the first step of the analysis, the researchers 
read the transcripts several times separately, looking 
for meaningful units of information (i.e., segments of 
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text that were comprehensible by themselves, that 
contained one specific idea, episode, or piece of infor-
mation (Tesch, 1990)), as well as similar patterns and 
concepts. Researchers’ independent analyses were 
then followed by discussions to resolve conflicting in-
terpretations with regard to coding and themes. Codes 
with a similar meaning were then grouped together 
leading to the development of different (sub)themes. A 
computer software program, Nvivo 10, was used to as-
sist with the coding and sorting of the data. 
In addition to interviewing youths and program or-
ganizers, the first author also conducted participant 
observations during both intensive weeks. Finally, doc-
ument analysis of the yearly reports of the program or-
ganizers was carried out. The observations and the 
document analysis provided us more insight into the 
program and enabled us to interpret the data within its 
specific context. 
3. Results-Discussion 
The aim of the study was on the one hand to gain more 
insight in the underlying mechanisms of the volunteer 
training program. On the other hand we wanted to 
gain more insight into the individual development of 
the participating youngsters. Therefore, findings of the 
study are presented thematically (i.e., approach of the 
volunteer training program, and developmental expe-
riences) and occasionally illustrated using raw data (i.e. 
quotes). 
3.1. Approach of the Volunteer Training Program 
3.1.1. Long-Term Program 
Both program organizers as participants experienced 
the extended length of the program as a positive fac-
tor. The duration of the program enabled the building 
of relations of trust with the accompanying program 
organizers and competence development on different 
levels. 
It’s an audience where the group is rather im-
portant. If you take them to an intensive week a 
few times, the longer they know you, the more they 
trust you and the more you can say to them. (Pro-
gram organizer) 
Experience, knowledge and expertise regarding the dif-
ferent competence domains and the way in which 
these are transferred, as well as giving relevant and 
meaningful feedback contributed to these relation-
ships, and were positively valued by the participants. 
Yes, they are constantly present, just to discuss 
things with you….At the club, sometimes you’re on 
your own. (Hamir) 
The youths also indicated that their relation with the 
children improved during the course of the program 
and that the parents respected them more. It was also 
mentioned that the duration of the program provided 
opportunities for experiential learning. 
During each intensive week you learn something. 
Every day, every moment, every second, you see 
different things and different situations. You see 
good and bad moments. And that gives you a lot of 
experience, you see? And you learn a lot thanks to 
these experiences and moments. (Bilal) 
According to the program organizers, the fact that par-
ticipants had different experience levels had a positive 
influence on the competence development of all 
youths. This is in line with Dryfoos (1990) who stated 
that adolescents need to have the opportunity for in-
teraction with positively oriented peers and for in-
volvement in roles in which they can make a contribu-
tion to the group. The participating youngsters 
endorsed this and found it meaningful to help and 
learn from each other. 
There are different kinds of coaches, there are 
young coaches who attend for the first time and we 
are here to help them. I’m at level 4, they’re at level 
1, and we train the children together. They learn 
from me, sometimes I can help them. (Adnan) 
The program organizers also noticed that the partici-
pants had difficulties with being critical and giving 
feedback to one another at first, but that this clearly 
improved the longer they stayed in the program. The 
same appeared to be true for taking up responsibilities 
in their club (e.g., organizing tournaments on their own 
initiative). 
3.1.2. Experiential Learning Trajectory 
The practice-based approach of the program was high-
ly appreciated by the participants. Youths were very 
positive about the preparatory courses, which dealt 
with the different technical competence domains, and 
the methods that were used during the intensive 
weeks (e.g., the role playing, team building). 
Because everything I saw and heard during the 
courses, I also saw here. We played games with the 
coaches, using name tags that called ourselves 
friend, builder, doctor or referee. If there is a fight, 
you have to interfere and act like the referee. Or as 
builder you have to help someone to build or to put 
something away. (Hamir) 
The data showed that a practice-oriented approach in-
volving learning by doing, working with life-like situa-
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tions and the concretization of abstract concepts was 
well-received by the participants. The program organ-
izers also indicated that the intensive weeks created a 
context that differs from the daily environment of the 
youths, thereby enabling learning opportunities. 
A green environment is something completely dif-
ferent. A different infrastructure, peace and quiet, a 
whistling bird instead of a noisy train. The sur-
roundings, a forest, new inputs, new experiences, 
all add value….These guys are tough if you meet 
them on the subway, but put them in the dark at 
midnight, they’re scared and come to you for com-
fort. (Program organizer) 
This was also confirmed by youths who valued a safe 
place and the fact that they could return each intensive 
week to the same familiar environment. Other authors 
(Coalter, 2007; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005) 
have also emphasized the importance of a safe and 
supporting environment (physically, psychologically 
and emotionally) for this population. 
Both youths and program organizers regarded the 
experiential learning with opportunities for “trial-and-
error” by participants as one of the most important 
factors of the program. Within this experiential learn-
ing trajectory the program organizers are playing an 
important role. 
Experiential learning has to put the focus on the 
youngsters because it will increasingly give them 
the feeling that they can handle the situation them-
selves. In part, they determine themselves what the 
problem is and what they will tackle. They experi-
ence a problem and then ask themselves what they 
can do. You have to try to stimulate their inde-
pendence and not merely teach them to do certain 
tasks. (Program organizer) 
What I like was that they let us make mistakes. 
They didn’t say, “you don’t have to do that”, but 
they let us make our mistakes and at the end of the 
day we meet and they tell us what we did. They 
never say, “that was bad”. They always try to tell us 
in a nice way. They let us make mistakes and that’s 
how you learn the most. (Tarik) 
According to the program organizers and youngsters, 
this kind of approach is often missing in other contexts. 
[Difference with supervisors at the club?] “Yes, I think 
they are more present. You lead a training session 
and they say what’s not good, what you can change. 
They help you when you’re stuck. At the club, they 
have a quick look, quick quick, that’s not good. Here, 
they say what’s good, they try to see what you’re 
capable of, just by asking questions. (Ayoub) 
An important aspect of the guidance approach was re-
lated to the positive experiences with the intense and 
frequent interactions (both formal and informal) be-
tween participants and program organizers. For exam-
ple, the youths highly valued the group discussions 
with the coaches and peers at the end of every day, 
but at the same time found them difficult. Other au-
thors (e.g., Hellison, 1995) have also reported the ef-
fectiveness of similar strategies in dealing with socially 
vulnerable youths. 
Group discussions are good because you learn from 
your own mistakes…it is easy for everyone to give 
comments on themselves, but it is more difficult to 
comment on other people. (Ayoub) 
We can learn from each other’s mistakes. When 
you've done something wrong and you don’t realize 
this yourself, other people can tell you. (Hamir) 
3.1.3. Competence Model and Rating Instrument 
Both the participants and program organizers highly ap-
preciated the use of a competence model which empha-
sized technical as well as key competences and the ap-
proach of self-reflection by the self-rating instrument. 
The interesting thing is that they begin to think 
about themselves, which is an entirely different ap-
proach than just saying what they have to do. Now, 
they start to think on their own about how they 
work, the mistakes they make, and how they can 
try to improve. (Program organizer) 
The data also showed that both the competence model 
and the rating instrument were regarded by the pro-
gram organizers as critical elements within the ap-
proach of visualizing developmental experiences. 
Youths also appreciated this. 
Before I joined the intensive week, I didn’t know 
this. And thanks to this [the competence model] 
you know what level you are. Before, you didn’t 
think about your level. I just coached. But thanks to 
[the competence model] I know more or less what 
my level is and what my next aim is. (Tarik) 
We never get self-evaluation at school. It is weird 
that you never have to assess yourself. Here, they 
encourage you to do it. (Abel) 
The differences in the levels of the competence model 
were explained by making reference to themes that 
were popular among the youngsters and to their social 
environment (e.g., international soccer competition), 
as this helped the youngsters to accurately assess what 
the different levels meant. 
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For example, they showed five pictures of coaches 
from the different international soccer competi-
tions. And for instance Belgium was the lowest lev-
el…and Spain the highest. This showed us where 
you think you were as a coach on the sports didac-
tical level. (Bilal) 
The program organizers deliberately opted for a system 
in which the youths assessed themselves to stimulate 
self-reflection. This process was not easy for some 
youngsters, as they sometimes overrated themselves. 
However, the youngsters indicated that it stimulated 
them afterwards to actively pursue higher competence 
levels. The program organizers stressed that it stimu-
lated youths’ ability to cope independently and they 
regarded this as an important factor in this respect. 
3.2. Developmental Experiences 
In order to facilitate personal developmental through 
participation in the volunteer training program, youths 
first have to take part in the program. One crucial in-
fluencing factor turned out to be the development of a 
safe and supporting environment in the soccer club 
where youths feel at home and are encouraged to take 
up voluntary tasks (i.e., as a coach) and participate in 
the program. 
With regard to their sustainable participation in a 
soccer club, a number of youths emphasized the famil-
ial character of the club as an important factor. They 
referred to it as their second home and said that they 
spend most of their free time there (ranging from three 
times a week to daily), partly because it gives them 
something to do (i.e., meaningful pastime). 
I realized that I always sat at home and I found that 
I had already missed too many things. I wanted to 
do something big and now at least I have something 
to do every day. (Ayoub) 
My parents approve of the fact that I’m doing this. 
I’m living in a disadvantaged area and by coaching a 
team I stay away from the street. It’s more reassur-
ing for parents knowing their child spends his spare 
time at the soccer club. (Tarik) 
As the youths experienced the soccer club as a safe and 
supportive environment, they were motivated to be 
involved in the volunteer training program. In this way 
the program organizers and participants could start 
working towards their individual development. 
The youths in our study indicated that they had 
personally changed during the volunteer training pro-
gram (e.g., increased insight into their own compe-
tences and behavior and an increased self-confidence 
with reference to their function as coach). Acquiring in-
sights into their own personal evolution and actually 
improving was regarded as important. For the majority 
of the participants, this was the most important reason 
for participating in the program. 
The aim of the intensive week? That I start the sec-
ond intensive week in the way I ended the first in-
tensive week. That I start there with that experience. 
And that I end there with more experience. (Hamir) 
Youths indicated they had developed themselves with-
in the different technical competence domains (i.e., 
sports didactical, organizational and pedagogical). They 
also indicated that they had transferred the acquired 
knowledge both during the intensive week as well as 
afterwards in their own training at the club. 
Learning to communicate with the children....I’ve 
learned a lot and now I communicate better and my 
training sessions are better. (Hamir) 
What they teach us is how you have to deal with 
children. How you have to punish them. Prevention 
is better than cure, as they say. (Tarik) 
I learned to take the different animator roles into 
practice, for example referee, clown, friend, or 
builder. Dependent on the moment or the group I 
play a different role. Sometimes you have to be 
strict and act like a referee, in other cases you have 
to act like a friend or a clown and motivate children 
to take part. (Hamir) 
The youths also mentioned having developed different 
key competences. These primarily related to taking re-
sponsibilities and initiative, setting goals and managing 
time. 
What I mostly learned here was first and foremost 
to take initiative and responsibility. Because if you 
don’t do that, nothing will happen. (Bilal) 
The last time I didn’t take initiative because I was 
ashamed, I was too afraid, but this time, I am less 
afraid to do something in the group. (Hamir) 
In addition youths indicated that taking up responsibili-
ties adds meaning to their lives. 
Participants also stated to have made new and im-
proved relations with peers and developed relation-
ships with adults and children inside and outside the 
club (e.g. responsible youth trainers, program organiz-
ers) as well as improved social competences (e.g., col-
laborating as a team, communicating more effectively, 
dealing with feedback and debating skills, taking up so-
cial responsibility). They further indicated that the ex-
periences made them think more clearly about their 
own behavior and attitude. 
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I know I sometimes get angry too fast, for instance 
if I lose or if someone makes me uncomfortable be-
cause of what he says…now, I have more self-
control than before, I can just count to ten and pre-
tend as if I wasn’t listening. (Ayoub) 
You see, youngsters nowadays are always alone on 
the streets, doings things that aren’t right. My mind 
is 24 hours of the day on soccer. That’s better than 
stealing or smoking or doing weird things. (Hamir) 
Furthermore, the program organizers stressed the im-
portance in the transfer of learned knowledge and ex-
pertise by the participants to other domains and situa-
tions (e.g., to add elements from the animator courses 
to the training sessions at their own club), as well as to 
their overall functioning as a coach at the club. Youths 
also indicated that they are applying things they learned 
during the program to their daily lives (e.g., better pre-
paring things for school, keeping appointments, taking 
initiative or organizing activities at home). 
I do that for instance in school and that’s because I 
learned it here; to show respect and to be polite. 
(Anouar) 
I have two little sisters and sometimes I entertain 
them at home and they really like it. I really want to 
work with children in the future. (Zakaria) 
We learn here for instance: we learned the method 
to structure our training. This also occurs in the initi-
ator course. We learned it here to take the initiator 
course. That way, I’m a little bit prepared. (Ayoub) 
4. Conclusions 
The present study has analyzed the experiences of so-
cially vulnerable male youth participants in a voluntary 
soccer coach training program in Brussels. Unlike most 
other volunteer training initiatives in Belgium, this pro-
gram emphasized the acquisition of more general com-
petences besides technical coaching related skills. The 
study has tried to gain more insight into the specific ap-
proach that was used to facilitate developmental out-
comes among its participants as well as to learn more 
about participants’ experiences with this program. 
4.1. Interventionist Approach 
Based on the interviews with the program organizers 
we obtained more insight into the developmental ap-
proach that was used in the investigated program. We 
found different indications that the approach used 
within the investigated program is more situated with-
in what Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) described as an 
interventionist approach. We based this assumption on 
the following characteristics of the program: 
 Experiential learning, used as a central approach 
in the program, is consistent with the paradigm of 
empowerment. “Empowerment”, described by 
many authors (see e.g., Rappaport, 1987; Van Re-
genmortel 2002, 2009; Zimmerman, 2000), is a 
multi-level construct. Empowerment looks 
amongst others, according to Van Regenmortel 
(2002, 2009), from an insider’s perspective at the 
fact that an individual can also learn from their 
own experiences. Because of these experiences, 
youngsters can learn how to deal with similar or 
new situations. This self-gained experiential 
knowledge might then lead to a change in atti-
tudes and new skills that offer, for their part, new 
opportunities to improve the socially vulnerable 
position of the youngsters. Empowerment thus 
shows these resemblances to the interventionist 
approach of Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) as it fo-
cuses on (the experiences of) the person himself. 
 Within the investigated program, volunteering (in 
sports) was a key mechanism. Volunteering re-
sembles the interventionist approach, as it is a 
process that is undertaken with others, holds an 
emancipatory capacity, and is undertaken by free 
will. Furthermore, according to Risler and Holosko 
(2009), volunteering can also contribute to the 
development of empowerment. 
 Within the program the emphasis was on self-
fulfillment and development on a stepwise basis. 
The involvement of the youngsters increased 
gradually, at their own pace, in consultation with 
the youngsters and program organizers. In ac-
cordance to the interventionist approach, devel-
opment in the investigated program was seen as a 
co-educational process between youngsters and 
program organizers. Important here was that the 
youngsters chose on which (key) competences 
they wanted to work, and where they wanted to 
focus (on animator, trainer), which gave them the 
necessary freedom. 
 The program emphasized self-reflection as an im-
portant tool. Youngsters were encouraged to set 
a level for themselves by means of self-
contemplation. Guidance was stressed on both 
gaining insight into their competences and on 
stimulating their ability to cope on their own. In 
this way, youths did not feel told what to do. This 
can be linked to the interventionist approach as 
youths critically reflect on themselves and their 
situation. 
 The youngsters were encouraged to vouch for each 
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other (through collaboration between experienced 
and unexperienced youngsters). In this way, they 
are encouraged to learn from each other, which 
can be linked to the interventionist approach as, 
according to Sharma (2008), development is a pro-
cess that must be undertaken with others. 
However the operationalization of the interventionist 
approach described by Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) 
remained theoretical and a clear dichotomy between 
the dominant and interventionist approach is difficult 
to make, this study contributed to a better understand-
ing of how an interventionist approach can be applied 
in practice. In this way we gained more insight in some 
of the underlying mechanisms of the program. 
4.2. Youths Developmental Experiences 
The interviews with both the youngsters and the pro-
gram organizers showed during the voluntary sports-
based training, positive youth developmental experi-
ences were manifested in different ways. 
 Youngsters mentioned that they could develop 
their competences and gain more insight into 
themselves. Youngsters had positive developmen-
tal experiences with regard to their participation 
in the program. The youngsters in our study indi-
cated that they personally changed during the 
program, which was endorsed by the program or-
ganizers. According to the youngsters, they de-
veloped within the different technical compe-
tence domains, as well as with respect to 
different key competences. These key compe-
tences were primarily related to taking responsi-
bilities and initiative, setting goals and managing 
time. Additionally, the youngsters indicated that 
they acquired insights into their own personal 
competences, attitudes, behavior and evolution, 
which were regarded as important to them. Fur-
thermore, the youngsters stated that their expe-
riences made them think more clearly about their 
own behavior and attitude. 
 Participants stated that they had made new and 
improved relationships with peers, and developed 
relationships with adults and children inside and 
outside (e.g., program organizers) the club. The 
findings revealed that the youngsters, as well as 
the program organizers, showed respect for each 
other and that a bond of trust was created. They 
also stated that they had improved their social 
competences (e.g., collaborating as a team, com-
municating more effectively, dealing with feed-
back and debating competences, taking up social 
responsibility). We can conclude that these 
youngsters were indirectly referring to the devel-
opment of their social capital to both Putnams’ 
(2000) bonding (close ties between friends; in this 
program, with other participants) and bridging 
(more distant ties; in this program, with the re-
sponsible of the youth trainers at the soccer club) 
as well as to Woolcocks’ (2001) linking social capi-
tal (relationships between individuals and groups 
in different social strata; in this program, with the 
program organizers). 
 Youngsters indicated that they transferred and 
applied the knowledge and competences ac-
quired during the program to their daily lives 
(e.g., club, school, home). 
Based on these findings we can conclude that the pro-
gram invested in the human capital of the participating 
youngsters, not in a direct way (through formal educa-
tion or on-the-job-training), but through informal 
learning. Crucial in the program is that the investment 
in youths’ human capital is seen as the development of 
a broad set of resources (e.g., responsibility, goal set-
ting, time management, as well as social competences 
(working together, communication, dealing with feed-
back, etc.)). This broader focus, beyond, for example, 
job specific knowledge and competences, is of rele-
vance as findings show that the developed competenc-
es are transferable to other domains of life (e.g., club, 
school, home). Besides, the fact that the youths indi-
cated they had developed their social capital is an im-
portant finding as different researchers (e.g., Coleman, 
1988; Schuller, 2001) have stated that, however human 
capital is very powerful in his own terms, and an essen-
tial feature of prosperity, it cannot be taken out of its 
contexts of social relationships. According to Schuller 
(2001), social capital gives greater prominence, for ex-
ample, to informal modes of learning, and the skills ac-
quired through learning by doing. 
The above-described developmental experiences of 
the youths within the program correspond well to dif-
ferent outcomes described in the positive youth devel-
opment literature. For example, the current findings 
resemble three out of four main areas of youth devel-
opment outlined by the American National Research 
Council and Institute of Medicine (NRCIM, 2002) (i.e., 
intellectual, psychological/emotional, and social devel-
opment). There is also similarity with some of the 40 
developmental assets from Benson (2006), both on the 
external (e.g., positive peer influence, etc.), as well as 
on the internal level (e.g., responsibility, planning, and 
decision making, etc.). Reference can also be made to 
“contribution”, which is Lerner's sixth (additional) C in 
his 5Cs of positive youth development (i.e., compe-
tence, confidence, character, caring/compassion, and 
connection) (e.g., Lerner et al., 2005). The youths in the 
present study were actively stimulated to prepare and 
organize training sessions and side activities for young-
 Social Inclusion, 2015, Volume 3, Issue 3, Pages 82-97 93 
er children (both during the intensive weeks and at the 
club). Furthermore, participants reported experiences 
that can be classified in the personal and interpersonal 
processes of development as described by Dworkin, 
Larson and Hansen (2003) for youth in general. 
4.3. Limitations 
4.3.1. Program 
As we described above (see 4.1), the investigated pro-
gram shows, amongst others, resemblances with the 
interventionist approach of Hartmann and Kwauk 
(2011) as it focuses on (the experiences of) the person 
himself. However, the fact that the program organizers 
did not make an effort, or did very little, to the further 
development of youngsters in the club (e.g., offering 
(developmental) opportunities, guidance from club 
members) during and after the program is a limitation 
of the program. Participating in a youth development 
program alone ignores the wider societal causes of so-
cial vulnerability. As described in the introduction 
(Hartmann & Kwauk, 2011; Vettenburg, 1998), also so-
cial institutions and policies, as possible reproducers 
and maintainers of social inequalities, need to be trans-
formed to improve the situations that youths are living 
in. This underlies the fact that developing human capi-
tal cannot be seen apart from the broader context of 
our society. However, according to Coussée and Roets 
(2011), sports-based social interventions have their 
meaning, as they may offer contexts in which young 
people could acquire competences to give meaning to 
their lives and help them cope with and change difficult 
situations. It might be a relevant point of interest for fur-
ther research concerning similar sport-for-development-
programs to investigate how a context can be trans-
formed in order to improve the situations socially vul-
nerable youths are living in. 
4.3.2. Study 
Based on the results of the present study, we tried to 
better understand the underlying mechanisms of the 
volunteer training program and the developmental ex-
periences of the participants. However, we can formu-
late one major limitation with this respect. 
On the one hand, we interviewed program organiz-
ers, who said that they applied a specific strategy, and 
on the other hand, youngsters who said that they were 
experiencing different kinds of things. However, three 
critical remarks can be made here. (1) Program organ-
izers said they made use of an assessment tool to rec-
ord the key competences, but when asked for an ex-
ample, it became clear that in practice they did not use 
it. (2) We found that the elaboration of a method does 
not automatically lead to program organizers to use 
this application in the same way (e.g., program organ-
izers attributed different interpretations to the same 
term (inter rater reliability), and were vague with re-
gard to their own interpretations concerning the aims 
and strategies). (3) Our understanding of the develop-
mental impact of the program might be influenced by 
the fact that we only considered the experiences of 
those who organized and participated in the program. 
Also, as criticized by Hartmann and Kwauk (2011), this 
might result in a distorted positive image. For further 
research it might be relevant to consider the views and 
experiences of those who did not (want to) participate 
or who dropped out. 
These findings underline the differences between, 
on the one hand, the real and perceived impact of the 
program, and, on the other hand, between the real 
processes and perceived insight in them. This is in 
agreement with the findings of Coalter (2007, 2012) 
and Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) that program organ-
izers and researchers are confronted with major diffi-
culties in defining and measuring the impact of pro-
grams. Therefore, future research needs to focus on 
gaining more insight in the reality (i.e., the real impact 
and mechanisms). The use of a program theory might 
be useful in this regard, allowing program organizers 
and researchers to develop and analyze programs in a 
systematic way. 
4.4. Future Research 
As Pawson (2006) described, we need to shift analysis 
and understanding of social intervention programs 
from families of programs to families of mechanisms 
(i.e., the processes, experiences and relationships that 
might achieve their desired impacts and, hopefully, 
outcomes). We need, in other words, to gain more in-
sight into the program theories of different sport-for-
change programs. Program theory has been defined as 
“a plausible and sensible model of how a program is 
supposed to work” (Bickman, 1987, p. 5). It is, in other 
words, a sequence of presumed causes/actions/ 
processes and effects (Weiss, 1997). Program theory 
can be used to undertake consistent, robust, and com-
parable monitoring and evaluation of programs, which 
is lacking at this moment (e.g., Coalter, 2007, 2012; 
Coakley 2011). In addition, such an approach seeks to 
describe mechanisms in a systematic way, examine the 
theoretical underpinnings of programs as a basis for 
realistic evaluation and, mostly, provide some basis for 
generalization in order to inform future program de-
sign (Coalter, 2012). With regard to sports, few pro-
gram theories are yet described. As a first step with re-
gard to sport-for-development programs, Coalter 
(2012) developed a tentative program theory in an at-
tempt to provide an overview of possible program el-
ements, which is not definitive, but provides a tem-
plate to situate other sport-for-development programs. 
Possible program elements are the approach to re-
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cruitment (inputs 1), nature of the participants and as-
sumptions about them (inputs 2), nature of sports pro-
vision and the priority accorded to sport in the sociali-
zation process (outputs 1: sport, sport-plus or plus-
sport), the nature of social relationships between pro-
gram personnel and participants (outputs 2), the social 
climate of the program (outputs 3), the response of 
participants to these various stimuli (personal impacts), 
interim outcomes (e.g., taking responsibility), and stra-
tegic outcomes (e.g., employment). 
Our research showed that analyzing a program on 
an inductive manner delivers different insights, but to 
truly understand the underlying mechanisms, future 
programs need to consider the development of a pro-
gram theory that allows program evaluators and re-
searchers to focus on evaluation in a structured and 
systematic way. 
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